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Ann Margaret Sharp, American philosopher of education, believed that friends
could, in fact, be quite critical of one another. Writing in her essay, “What is a
Community of Inquiry,” she states,
. . . but children know that the group has taken on a great significance for
them: each one’s happiness means as much to each of them as their own.
They truly care for each other as persons, and this care enables them to
converse in ways they never have before. They can engage in inquiry without fear of rebuff or humiliation. They can try out ideas that they never
would have thought of expressing before just to see what happens. (45)1

I am grateful to the friends of Sharp who spent time in pursuit of understanding her work and its intersections with the fields of philosophy of education,
childhood studies, and educational theory in the book, In Community of Inquiry
with Ann Margaret Sharp. The work is a welcome addition to any practitioner of
Philosophy for Children, students working in philosophy and childhood, and
scholars of pragmatist movements in the United States, especially those working
within the intersections of feminism and education. It seems that Sharp is quite
right—friends, in particular philosopher friends, can offer a discipline a quite
serious body of work.
In the following essay I consider some of the ways this book sheds light on,
in Matthew Lipman’s words, ways that, “graceful errors can correct the cave” (41).
Here also, I think the errors of the cave itself are being dealt with gracefully. For
the clearest point that this work makes is that philosophy for children (like all
academic fields) contains gaps, hidden knowledge, and is blind to aspects of its
own creations. And what it is more, it takes cultivated inquiry to shed light on
errors of its own discipline and practice. Sharp practiced in this field for many
years and was recognized as its international champion, but she was, as this work
shows, adding and expanding to its scholarship the entire time. It is beyond time
that Sharp be recognized for her important intellectual work. This book stands as
a graceful correction to the history of philosophy for children.
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In particular, in this review I look at some of Sharp’s scholarship and how
it might provide ways to examine positions on personhood and ethics that seem
fundamental to addressing the future practice and theory of philosophy for children, as well as the future of teaching and education. Sharp was quite clear that she
saw the community of inquiry as offering just this—opportunities for the world to
correct itself, to make itself right, however slow that process might be.
Sharp was one of those teachers who saw each of her students as whole persons—messy, complicated, always growing folk. She easily expanded this worldview
to recognize children as full persons. As a scholar in this field, I am increasingly
interested in locating ways that we might see children’s capacity to act, even within
systems of power and oppression. And as Maria Teresa de la Garza argues in her
essay “Education for liberation,” Sharp’s work, though not appearing overtly political, resided in a deep commitment to recognizing that those who are oppressed
must have justice. Hers was a steady commitment to hear the voices of children and
women, to show an underlying argument that the purpose of education is to free.
This theme runs throughout Sharp’s earlier writing and her later educational theory,
and is well explored in de la Garza’s essay as well as in the commentaries by Jenifer
Glaser and Stephan Olivero. As de la Garza writes, “[Sharp] worked tirelessly to
allow the unheard voices of women and children to resound loudly and clearly all
over the world” (134). One clarification that de la Garza in particular helps readers
recognize is that Sharp’s liberatory commitment goes beyond the simple view that
children and women are epistemologically privileged by their oppression. Rather,
Sharp, according to de la Garza, specifically sees in children the capacity of the
critic as a progressive change agent. That is, while children are quite able to see
and discuss their oppression, they are also very interested in establishing a better
world order. As de la Garza points out, this is a quite a radical view, for it sets up
community of inquiry and philosophy for children as productive and progressive
modes of critique and practice. In short, Sharp sees children as powerful people.
And I think this is a welcome and important addition to philosophy of childhood,
not just philosophy for children.
This is why the examination in the volume of Sharp’s work on Simone Weil
seems an incredibly rich addition to the scholarly work on childhood studies, as
well as philosophy for children. Even as a student in the Montclair State philosophy
for childhood program, which was Sharp’s intellectual home for decades, I was
unaware of this intellectual work and it was a pleasure to read about it. As systems
of power continue to marginalize and oppress multiple segments of the population,
philosophy for children might seek to uncover some of the ways its own history has
been complicit in the silencing of those on the margins, those persons who have
not truly been seen. Importantly, Sharp’s writing on children’s own agency, within
that margin, might provide a lens through which to begin the careful research of
seeing all persons in the community of inquiry as agents of their own lives as well
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as those in the community. A potential model might run through Sharp’s work on
Weil and then through her later work on Levinas, work tying the role of children to
the philosophical traditions of philosophical and political feminism and otherness.
It appears that there is needed scholarship on locating the way that human freedom
appears as a potential connection across difference.
This then makes way for the essays by Sharp and others that consider how
the role of children in philosophical conversation and practice is, for Sharp, aligned
closely with the work of cultivating the agency of women and recognizing the
contribution of women’s voices to educational theory and philosophy for children.
Again, de la Garza brings this to the center of her own commentary:
Her scholarship and her teaching became paradigmatic for women [who]
see one of their important goals as the development of the capacity to involve women from diverse backgrounds on a global level, encouraging
them to feel that they too can contribute to this liberating movement.
(Gregory, 140)

While I was pleased to see de la Garza’s essay on feminism, and Sharp’s
own essays that include feminist theory, in the volume, I do think that even more
work in this area between philosophy for children and feminism could be done,
particularly by considering Sharp’s curricular work. The volume mentions this part
of her scholarship and teaching and includes Sharp’s analysis of the philosophy
of the curricular work, Pixie, but does not explicitly show for new readers how
unique Sharp’s writing of the Philosophy for Children IAPC curriculum was. Her
curricular masterpiece, The Doll Hospital, is a powerful exploration of dolls and
the connection that children have to them, while challenging the prototypical doll
story. Of course, no volume can include all of an author’s work, but I do think that
the feminist aspect of Sharp’s work and the work of philosophy for children is still
under-explored, even in this volume. And while not itself a piece of scholarship
written by Sharp, as any student of hers could attest, Sharp’s pedagogical in-class
use of Lisa, another Institute for the Advancement of Philosophy for Children
book in the curriculum, was absolutely tied to the way in which she saw the work
of equality and justice linked together by the work of both children and feminists.
Just as Sharp was an early adopter of what may now be the concept of the
day—intersectionality; she was an astute reader of both William James and John
Dewey, and saw in the work of pragmatism the possibility for the recognition of the
emotional content of thought and thinking. And while Sharp absolutely practiced
this art personally and professionally, as Lawrence Splitter outlines for readers, “Ann
found immense joy and fulfillment in her relationships with other persons—as
friends, colleagues, students, and even albeit more remotely, as literary or academic
figures whose lives and view she found to be significant” (100). She also recognized
that this emotional work was not only the mark of personal disposition. Rather, if
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there is anything that stands out in terms of connecting each essay and commentary
to the others, it is the characteristic of Sharp’s that she never hid—an increasing
joy in working to bring people to connect with one another through thinking. And
for Sharp, this emotional joy, and sometimes pain, was never separated from the
activity of thinking. For Sharp, paying attention to the emotional characteristics of
thinking and inquiry is also a form of cultivating reasonableness, an aspect of her
intellectual history that comes through in her many writings on Nietzsche, Weil,
caring, and pragmatism. In each of these essays what stands out is a recognition
that without emotional resonance, philosophy is empty—it stands disconnected
from the work of living. In our current era, education has found a renewed interest
in considering how caring, kindness, mindfulness, and friendship lie at the center
of educational practices and progress. Sharp and her commentators remind us that
these concepts are never practiced apart from thoughts, ideas, and ways of living.
Who is the book for? This book is for teachers interested in the theory and
practice of community of inquiry as well as philosophy for children. It is a book
that is well-suited for use in the undergraduate classroom. As Gregory and Laverty
write, “one of the strengths of Sharp’s work is its accessibility to readers without
advanced preparation in philosophy or educational theory” (2). The book offers
students and faculty the opportunity to read accessible, original work by Sharp
with accompanying commentary. Each commentator has modeled their work
after Sharp’s own jargon-free academic writing and provides an inviting tone that
supports readers at multiple levels. Finally, those scholars conducting research on
philosophy for children or community of inquiry will be well served by the compilation of original work, the genealogical narrative of Sharp’s intellectual thought,
and the resulting rich bibliography.
I submit this in memory of Ann’s friendship and with gratefulness that I was
her student. Sharp’s teaching, work, and her role in the creation of a community
of persons and friends that were deeply committed to the community of inquiry
and Philosophy for Children, continues to richly inform my own work with my
students on children, women, and the role of what it means to think of and be the
good in education.

Note
1. Gregory, Maughn and Megan Laverty. 2018. In Community of Inquiry
with Ann Margaret Sharp. London and New York: Routledge. All citations following are from this work.
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